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n many Indo-Pacific countries, hu-

man rights and democracy are in 

recession. This is particularly true 

in Southeast Asia, which lies at the 

core of the Indo-Pacific area, both ge-

ographically and in terms of its stra-

tegic significance. In recent years, 

the region’s residents have endured 

military coups and crackdowns in 

Thailand and Myanmar; abuses by 

populist authoritarian strongmen in 

Cambodia and the Philippines; con-

tinuing suppression of civil liberties 

in Laos and Vietnam; and significant 

human rights violations elsewhere. 

Although domestic forces certainly 

have contributed to human rights 

erosion in many countries, 

international politics also have 

played a vital role. Chinese backstop-

ping of illiberal regimes has helped to 

insulate them from local and interna-

tional opprobrium and has reinforced 

norms of non-interference and West-

phalian sovereignty. At the same 

time, concerns about surging Chinese 

influence have induced caution from 

the United States and its allies in 

pressing for reform in authoritarian 

states. Regional institutions remain 

highly constrained on human rights 

issues. 

Countercurrents exist, including US 

and European sanctions and Myan-

mar’s de facto suspension from the 

Association of Southeast Asian Na-

tions (ASEAN). However, the overall 

international environment presents 

serious obstacles to the advancement 

of human rights in the region. 

China’s ascent, the dynamics of a 

budding “new Cold War,” and re-

gional institutional sclerosis all tilt 

the playing field in favor of Westpha-

lian norms and against a liberal hu-

man rights agenda. 

Several factors at the international 

level have contributed to human 

rights backsliding in Southeast Asia 

over the past decade or more. One is 

China’s emergence as the top trading 

partner and a major source of invest-

ment for every country in the region. 

China’s economic heft brings many 

benefits to Southeast Asia, but by of-

fering reliable assistance with few 
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governance strings attached, Beijing 

has made it easier for Southeast 

Asian governments to stifle domestic 

dissent at an acceptable cost. Chi-

nese aid has become a reliable bul-

wark against Western sanctions for 

governments that choose to confront 

domestic challenges with violent re-

pression and politicized justice. 

After US officials criticized the 2014 

coup in Thailand and suspended mil-

itary assistance, for example, Chi-

nese officials embraced Thai military 

leaders and promptly offered aid. 

China has stepped forward to offer 

aid to Cambodia whenever Western 

governments or multilateral institu-

tions have sought to impose costs on 

the Hun Sen government for its hu-

man rights abuses—such as the 

forced displacement of residents 

around Boeung Kak Lake in 2010, 

the repression of opposition protest-

ers in 2013–2014, or the shuttering 

of civil society organizations and dis-

banding of the main opposition party 

in 2017. In Myanmar today, Chinese 

aid helps an abusive junta stay afloat 

and hold opposition protesters under 

heel, countering the effects of US and 

European sanctions since the Febru-

ary 2021 coup. Chinese assistance 

does not dictate Southeast Asian re-

pression but makes the expected con-

sequences much easier to bear. 

In this context, the United States 

and its allies have struggled to pro-

mote human rights effectively in the 

region and to reconcile that objective 

with their strategic interest in coun-

tering Chinese influence. The concept 

of a “free and open Indo-Pacific” 

(FOIP), introduced in 2016, sug-

gested the possibility of US and Jap-

anese Indo-Pacific strategies that 

would attempt to marry these two ob-

jectives—that is, confronting China 

while giving added priority to human 

rights. The FOIP concept’s progeni-

tor, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo 

Abe, initially envisaged an area that 

“values freedom, the rule of law, and 

the market economy, free from force 

or coercion.”1 US Secretary of State 

Mike Pompeo conveyed a similar vi-

sion in a 2018 address, saying: 

When we say “free” Indo-Pacific, it 

means we all want all nations, every 

nation, to be able to protect their sov-

ereignty from coercion by other coun-

tries. At the national level, “free” 

means good governance and the assur-

ance that citizens can enjoy their fun-

damental rights and liberties.2 

The emphasis on fundamental do-

mestic freedoms suggested a liberal 

logic of promoting democratic norms 

in Indo-Pacific societies, in part by 

challenging Westphalian sovereignty 

and the norm of non-interference. 

The emphasis on preventing coercion 

suggested a realist logic of curbing 

Chinese influence, potentially by ac-

commodating illiberal regimes rather 

than seeking their reform. 

The latter logic has tended to prevail 

as the members of the “Quad” 



International Headwinds for Human Rights in Southeast Asia 

Indo-Pacific Perspective │11 

 

(Australia, India, Japan, and the 

United States) have implemented 

their respective national policies and 

strategies in the Indo-Pacific. This 

reflects the challenges of promoting 

human rights while seeking to 

strengthen strategic ties in a region 

home to an array of mostly illiberal 

or semi-authoritarian regimes. As 

one important illustration, Vietnam 

was invited to the first meeting of the 

“Quad Plus” in 2020 alongside South 

Korea and New Zealand. Although 

Quad members continue to put rhe-

torical emphasis on building a region 

“anchored by democratic values,”3 the 

inclusion of autocratic Vietnam 

would seem to betray the Quad’s 

greater focus on constraining China. 

US policy has followed a similar pat-

tern. President Donald Trump gener-

ally downplayed human rights in 

Southeast Asia. Trump applauded 

Philippine President Rodrigo 

Duterte’s ruthless “war on drugs” de-

spite mounting evidence of myriad 

extrajudicial killings, for example, 

and said little about human rights 

during his 2017 trip to Asia. In an 

October 2018 speech, Vice President 

Mike Pence made clear that the US 

priority was to confront China. Like 

the preceding administration of Pres-

ident Barack Obama, the Trump ad-

ministration dealt gingerly with hu-

man rights concerns in key US stra-

tegic partners such as Vietnam, 

Thailand, and Singapore. The Trump 

administration did impose sanctions 

for human rights abuses in Cambo-

dia and Myanmar, two countries long 

subject to US criticism, but even 

those sanctions were tempered by 

concerns about driving Naypyidaw 

and Phnom Penh further into 

China’s embrace. 

The administration of President Joe 

Biden pledged to elevate values in 

US Asia policy but has struggled to 

do so while pursuing closer strategic 

partnerships. The Biden administra-

tion has doubled down on sanctions 

against Myanmar, demanding an end 

to repression and the release of polit-

ical prisoners. In neighboring coun-

tries, however, US criticism has been 

more restrained. Deputy Secretary of 

State Wendy Sherman raised human 

rights issues with Cambodian Prime 

Minister Hun Sen in July 2021, for 

example, but bundled that message 

between concerns about strategic 

Chinese investment and the need for 

the US government to work with 

Cambodia as the latter assumes the 

2022 ASEAN chair. Senior US diplo-

mats also have expressed human 

rights concerns to Thailand and Vi-

etnam, but substantive engagement 

reflects more continuity than change 

from the Trump administration’s ap-

proach. In December, the Biden ad-

ministration was flayed for inviting 

Duterte to its “summit for democ-

racy” alongside just two other 

ASEAN member states, Indonesia 
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and Malaysia (the latter represented 

by its second consecutive unelected 

government). Singapore, a crucial US 

strategic partner, was excluded, add-

ing to the general unpopularity of the 

initiative across Southeast Asian 

capitals. Similar challenges have in-

duced caution in Canberra, Brussels, 

and elsewhere. 

Japan also backed away from Abe’s 

initial plan to prioritize values-cen-

tric diplomacy as Southeast Asian 

misgivings became apparent. Nota-

bly, the 2019 “ASEAN Outlook on the 

Indo-Pacific” refers in passing to 

“good governance” but lacks any ex-

plicit reference to democracy or hu-

man rights.4 Japanese lawmakers 

and the administrations of Yoshihide 

Suga and Fumio Kishida have de-

cried Chinese human rights viola-

tions in Hong Kong and Xinjiang, but 

they have been less assertive in ad-

vancing rights protections in South-

east Asia. Japan has condemned the 

Myanmar coup and subsequent re-

pression but was slow to suspend 

new aid programs and quietly has 

worked to build a relationship with 

the governing junta, mindful of coun-

tering Chinese influence.5 Japan also 

has been quiet on the Rohingya cri-

sis, refrained from joining sanctions 

against Cambodia, and otherwise 

kept a low regional profile on human 

rights promotion. 

Within ASEAN, important counter-

currents are apparent. The abuses in 

Myanmar prompted an unprece-

dented move in October 2021, when 

the other nine members excluded 

junta leaders from a virtual summit 

hosted by Brunei. More recently, 

some Southeast Asian governments 

declined to attend an ASEAN foreign 

ministers meeting when they learned 

that Cambodia, the Association’s cur-

rent chair, planned to invite Myan-

mar’s foreign minister to attend.6 In-

donesian, Singaporean, and Philip-

pine officials have demanded more 

progress before Myanmar is brought 

back into the fold, and the ASEAN 

Parliamentarians for Human Rights, 

a network of national legislators, has 

flayed Cambodian Prime Minister 

Hun Sen for reaching out to Myan-

mar military chief Min Aung Hlaing 

and seeking to draw Myanmar back 

into ASEAN. Yet no ASEAN member 

has an interest in expelling Myan-

mar, which would likely propel it to-

ward China, and most are reluctant 

to set precedents of strong and sus-

tained collective action to address do-

mestic governance failures. In gen-

eral, ASEAN member governments 

are less concerned about human 

rights than the effects of disunity 

and discord on regional stability and 

the organization’s external influence. 

These factors help to explain why 

ASEAN members have not moved be-

yond diplomatic shaming to level 

sanctions against Myanmar. 

In sum, international politics in 
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Southeast Asia and the surrounding 

Indo-Pacific region are evolving 

mostly in a manner that exacerbates 

the difficulty of advancing human 

rights. These currents are neither in-

superable nor irreversible, but they 

are likely to endure for some time to 

come. If Southeast Asian human 

rights conditions are to improve 

markedly in the years ahead, this 

analysis suggests that local move-

ments are likely to be the primary 

drivers. That is often the case even in 

more favorable international envi-

ronments, and one important policy 

implication is the need for continued 

investment in social development 

and local civil society organizations 

even as high-level international poli-

tics appear less conducive to positive 

change. ■ 
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